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Abstract

The effects of changes in employment status on health within couples have attracted increasing attention.
This paper contributes to this emerging research by investigating whether the impact of a partner’s
employment status on individual self-rated health varies systematically across countries with varying
decommodification levels. We use longitudinal data from the European Union Statistics on Income and
Living Conditions (EU-SILC) and hybrid models. We find that a change in an individual’s employment status
may affect the health not just of the person who experiences this transition, but that of his or her partner.
The likelihood that such a spillover will occur varies across countries with different decommodification
levels. The negative effects of a partner’s employment status on self-rated health are observed when the
generosity of welfare state support is limited. The moderating effects of financial support from the state are
not very strong, though. They are not robust across all our models and do not extend to all the dimensions
of the generosity of welfare state support.
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Background and anxiety. A lack of a job may also leave traces on
physical health, due to accumulation of mental
health problems over a long period of time and as a
result of health-related behaviours adopted after
stopping paid work (Pampel et al., 2010). Thus, a
lack of gainful employment can lead to a deteriora-
tion in an individual’s mental and physical health
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(Jahoda, 1981; Pearlin et al., 1981). While a number
of studies have examined the associations between
employment status and health (McKee-Ryan et al.,
2005; Paul and Moser, 2009; Wanberg, 2012), these
associations have so far been investigated mainly
from an individual perspective. However, a change
in employment status may affect not only the indi-
vidual who experiences the transition, but also the
people in his or her immediate social environment
(Brand, 2015; Strom, 2003), and especially his or her
partner.

Partnership plays a crucial role in psychological
and health-related functioning (Carr and Springer,
2010; Rook et al., 1991), and thus constitutes a rele-
vant context for investigating the extent to which
important life course transitions such as changes in
employment status are related to health. On the one
hand, being in a partnership can buffer the effects of
changes in employment status, because the partner
can provide financial and emotional support
(Tattarini et al., 2018). On the other hand, being in a
partnership means combining two otherwise sepa-
rate life plans, responsibilities and experiences. This
thus increases an individual’s exposure to risk fac-
tors for ill health through emotional closeness to and
economic interdependence with another person. A
growing number of studies have therefore turned
their attention to the consequences of changes in
employment status from the perspective of both men
and women in heterosexual relationships.

The aim of this paper is to examine the impact of
changes in one partner’s employment status on the
self-rated health of the other partner.! This topic has
recently attracted a growing attention (Inanc, 2018;
Kim and Do, 2013; Marcus, 2013; Mendolia, 2014;
Nikolova and Ayhan, 2019). We contribute to this
strand of research by looking at how the health
effects of changes in a partner’s employment status
differ across European countries. Previous research
has shown that social policies moderate the health
effects of unemployment (Bambra and Eikemo,
2008; O’Campo et al., 2015). We build on this
research and examine whether financial support
from the state protects a partner’s health as well.

The contribution of this study to the existing
research is as follows. We add to the still limited, but
growing empirical evidence regarding the effects on

health of changes in the partner’s employment sta-
tus. In our analyses, we use longitudinal data from
the European Union Statistics on Income and Living
Conditions (EU-SILC). We employ panel data meth-
ods that reduce the bias that may result from the
unobserved heterogeneity among couples in which
one of the partners experiences a change in employ-
ment status. Whereas many surveys interview only
selected representatives of households, the EU-SILC
takes a multi-actor perspective in which information
on all adult household members is collected. Hence,
this dataset provides us with information about both
co-resident partners (married or in informal cohabi-
tation), which can be used to make inferences regard-
ing the health effects of a partner’s employment
status. Finally, as the EU-SILC includes data from a
large number of countries, we take advantage of the
variation in policy settings to extend the knowledge
on how policies may shelter families from the conse-
quences of changes in employment status. Hence,
we apply an international comparative perspective to
examine how changes in individuals’ employment
status affect the health of the partner and how such
effects are intensified or buffered under different
social policy contexts.

An individual versus a couple-centred
perspective

The literature on the effects of employment on health
has indicated that having a job can serve several
important functions (Jahoda, 1981; Nordenmark and
Strandh, 1999; Strandh, 2000). Paid work provides
individuals with income, which is essential to both
mental and physical health. In addition to enabling
them to satisfy their physical needs, having an
income can cause people to feel that they have con-
trol over their own life and the ability to plan ahead.
In addition, employment satisfies a number of psy-
chological needs, because working helps people
structure their time, enhances their social status and
gives them a sense of identity. Moreover, employ-
ment provides people with access to social contacts,
externally generated goals and collective purpose,
and opportunities to use skills and develop compe-
tences. Deprivation of most important human needs
after a job loss not only impairs mental health but
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also leaves traces on physical health (Brand, 2015;
McKee-Ryan et al, 2005). However, previous
research points to differences in how a lack of gain-
ful employment affects the health of men and
women. Men and women are socialized towards dif-
ferent roles, with women being held responsible for
household duties and men for achieving high eco-
nomic status (Eagly and Wood, 2016). These sociali-
zation processes have implications for how changes
in employment status are experienced across gender.
Given that men’s perception of masculinity and self-
esteem often are determined by the capacity to sup-
port one’s family financially (Donaldson, 1993), it is
perhaps not surprising that ‘masculine identity is
intricately linked to having a job’ (Paul and Moser,
2009), although there is no consensus that these dif-
ferences are universal across all societal contexts
(McKee-Ryan et al., 2005).

Previous research on changes in employment sta-
tus and health examined this relationship from an
individual perspective. However, most recent contri-
butions to this literature have stressed that human
health trajectories do not develop in isolation from
one another, and that a combination of information
on the multiple actors within each individual’s social
environment is needed to get a full picture of the
effects of employment status on health (Brand,
2015). In particular, it has been shown that partner-
ships constitute micro-ecosystems in which both
mutual support and tensions related to financial and
psychological resources are of paramount impor-
tance (Carr and Springer, 2010). As resources tend to
be shared within each household, the financial con-
sequences of a change in employment status may be
harmful not just for the individual who experiences
this transition, but for his or her partner. Indeed, pre-
vious research has shown that economic deprivation
and strain are associated with a deterioration in per-
sonal relationships (Conger et al., 1990; Voydanoff,
1990). There is also a large body of evidence on so-
called ‘spillover effects’; that is, the within-person
transmission of feelings and emotions across differ-
ent life domains, which can occur despite the physi-
cal and the temporal boundaries between a person’s
professional and family lives (Staines, 1980).
Distress can spill over from the work-related domain
to the home-related domain, and then cross over to

the people who are most closely related to the indi-
vidual experiencing the distress; and especially to
the individual’s partner (Bakker et al., 2009; Howe
et al., 2004). These crossover effects may operate
through empathy; that is, the sharing of the partner’s
emotional state. The transmission of distress between
the partners may also operate in a different way: the
changes in the employment status of one of the part-
ners may lead to emotional reactions and behaviours
that place a burden on the other family members,
which can in turn cause their health outcomes to
deteriorate (Marcus, 2013; Rook et al., 1991).

Previous research suggested that the health
responses to changes in employment status may
depend on which of the partners makes the transition
out of employment. Given differences in wages
between men and women, the financial conse-
quences of job losses in heterosexual couples are
larger when male partners lose the source of earn-
ings as compared to when it happens to women. The
diffusion of the health effects of transition out of
employment may be also stronger among women
because women are more vulnerable to negative
events that occur to others in their social network. In
contrast, previous research has seen men as more
vulnerable to negative events that occur to them-
selves (Simon, 2014).

The role of the welfare state

Social policies represent powerful forces that shape
both exposures and responses to major life course
risks, such as losing a job. Some of the welfare
state’s key functions are: regulating the relationship
between the market and the individual, satisfying
needs of individuals, offering them greater auton-
omy as well as shaping public opinions and convey-
ing normative messages (Gronlund and Oun, 2010).
One of the key policy dimensions is de-commodification,
or the degree to which individuals have to rely on
income from paid work (Esping-Andersen, 1999).
By providing income necessary to cover the basic
expenses, and making individuals less dependent on
market forces, welfare state support decreases dis-
tress related to experiences of economic hardship, or
anticipation thereof, and hence reduces the risk of
health problems (Muntaner et al., 2011). The support
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from the welfare state also decreases economic inse-
curity and provides better opportunities to decide
freely how to organize professional and private life.
This in turn contributes to the feeling of agency and
control over one’s own situation, which in turn posi-
tively affects health and wellbeing (Fryer, 1986).
Finally, social policies convey normative messages
about what is considered as socially acceptable for
an individual and for a couple when it comes to
labour market participation. Specifically, the eligi-
bility rules and generosity of social policies may
reduce or strengthen stigma related to lack of paid
work (VoBemer et al., 2017; Wulfgramm, 2014).
Hence, the link between employment status and
health may depend on institutional settings.

A large body of evidence confirms the protective
role of welfare state support for health and wellbeing
of the unemployed (O’Campo et al., 2015).
Comparative welfare state research indicates that
welfare state support plays a shielding role not only
for the contemporaneous beneficiaries but also for
the whole working population (Ferrarini et al.,
2014). It has been argued that income schemes sup-
porting the unemployed may be seen as a ‘collective
resource’ which reduces the negative consequences
of employment insecurity and economic uncertainty
among those who still have their jobs (Sjoberg,
2010). In this paper, we argue that the availability of
financial support provides financial relief not only
for the individuals who experience changes in
employment status but also for their partners. In
addition, in societal contexts where individuals with-
out jobs may maintain a decent life standard, and
hence enjoy greater agency and do not feel stigma-
tized, the crossover effects described in the previous
section of this paper may be substantially reduced.

Review of empirical studies

The effects of changes in employment status on
health within couples have received increasing atten-
tion. In a study focused on heterosexual couples
aged 50-60 in the US, Siegel et al. (2003) found no
evidence that the husband’s job loss had a statisti-
cally significant effect on the wife’s mental health.
In studies conducted using data on heterosexual cou-
ples in Germany, Marcus (2013) observed that the

job loss of a partner had greater negative effects on
mental health if the partner was male than if the part-
ner was female and Nikolova and Ayhan (2019) have
shown that the effects on subjective wellbeing were
more persistent among women. A similar result was
obtained by Kim and Do (2013) in a study focused
on subjective wellbeing among Korean heterosexual
couples. In studies using data for the UK, Mendolia
(2014) and Inanc (2018) found that heterosexual
couples in which the husband had experienced a job
loss were more likely to experience poor mental
health and reduced psychological wellbeing. A simi-
lar conclusion has been reached by Bubonya et al.
(2017) for Australia.

In sum, the few existing studies on how a change
in an individual’s employment status affects the part-
ner have been focused on specific country cases and
hence provide results that cannot be generalized to
all kinds of societal contexts. In this paper, we add to
this research by providing systematic evidence on
how social policies may shield heterosexual couples
from the potentially negative consequences of
changes in employment status experienced by
partners.

Research design

In this study, we use longitudinal data and methods.
We employ panel data from the harmonized
EU-SILC database, which covers 28 European coun-
tries over the 20042015 period.? As the EU-SILC is
a household survey, it provides information on the
employment status of each partner in a couple, which
is crucial for answering our research questions.® The
overall response rates vary from 95% in Romania to
60% in Denmark (Wolff et al., 2010). Because the
EU-SILC has a panel design, our analyses can draw
upon repeated observations. In most of the countries,
the EU-SILC has a rotational panel component in
which each individual is observed for 4years. The
specific panel design is somewhat different in cer-
tain countries, including in France (nine rotational
groups), Norway (eight rotational groups), and
Luxembourg (a traditional panel). Across the partici-
pating countries the share of re-interviewed persons
is around 83% (Iacovou et al., 2012). Thus, the
EU-SILC is the largest European survey providing
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harmonized panel data that can be used to follow
over time individuals embedded in different institu-
tional contexts (Arora et al., 2015).

While the EU-SILC includes identification num-
bers that track individuals across subsequent survey
waves, the personal identification numbers are
reused when a rotational panel finishes and a new
panel subsample is introduced. In order to avoid
duplicates, we constructed our sample by choosing
three non-overlapping sample components follow-
ing individuals in the 2004-2007, 2008-2011 and
2012-2015 panels. We restricted the sample to indi-
viduals aged 18-50 and their partners,* who did not
participate in education.’> We compare how self-rated
health of partners in these couples changes depend-
ing on whether or not one of the partners experiences
a change in employment status. While our sample is
restricted to people aged 1850, we did not condition
the sample on a partner’s age. Information on a part-
ner’s employment status is included even if a partner
was aged 16—17 or over age 50. Due to asymmetry in
the ages of the partners (on average, the male partner
is older than the female partner) and the way we
imposed the age restriction, the sample sizes of men
and women differ. In our analysis, we use data for
114,422 women and 99,722 men.

Our key dependent variable is constructed based
on the respondents’ self-assessments of health. The
respondents rated their health using a five-category
scale, with values ranging from very good (1) to
very bad (5). To make the interpretation of the
results easier, in the analyses the scale was reversed
so that higher ratings indicate better health. Our
key explanatory variable captures the transitions
out of employment among partners of individuals
observed in our data. For each individual in our
sample, a time-varying variable measuring the part-
ner’s employment status distinguishes between
employment, unemployment and inactivity. The
category of employed includes individuals working
full-time and part-time as well as self-employed.
Unemployment is defined as not having a job and
searching for one, and it is self-assessed. The group
of the economically inactive comprises individuals
who consider themselves unfit for work, who have
given up business, or are fulfilling domestic tasks
and care responsibilities. A vast number of studies

on employment status and health have omitted this
category and focused instead on comparing the
employed with the unemployed. However, studies
which do distinguish between unemployment and
economic inactivity show that the association with
poor health may actually be even stronger in the
case of the latter labour market status (Popham and
Bambra, 2010; Popham et al., 2012).

The control variables include individual age and
educational attainment (with the following categories:
elementary or lower education, lower secondary edu-
cation, upper secondary education, postsecondary
education and tertiary education). Additionally, we
control for marital status and distinguish between
individuals who were cohabiting and married. We
also include a variable operationalising individual
employment status, which has the same categories as
the variable measuring partner’s employment status.
Moreover, we control for the presence of children up
to age 16. We also include fixed effects for survey
years and for countries. The sample structure is pre-
sented in Table A1 in the Annex.

We link our micro-data from EU-SILC with
macro-level measures of de-commodification. We
use measures of OECD net replacement rates to cap-
ture generosity of welfare state support for people
losing jobs. Net replacement rates show the propor-
tion of net income that is maintained after job loss.
The measures available in OECD Tax and Benefit
Database take different values according to worker’s
prior income and length of elapsed unemployment,
eligibility for social assistance, the presence of a sec-
ond earner and children in the household. We use net
replacement rates that are relevant in the initial phase
of unemployment for a worker with earnings equal
to an average wage in his or her country. Since we do
have individual-level information on household
composition, we link specific indicators of net
replacement rates conditional on employment status
of a person whose partner became unemployed and
conditional on whether or not a couple has children
aged 16 or under.

We carried out a set of additional analyses. The
OECD indicator of net replacement rates can include
or exclude housing benefits and social assistance.
We tested the robustness of our results by using an
alternative version of this indicator. In addition, we
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used replacement rates derived from the SPIN data-
base (Doctrinal et al., 2015), which consider unem-
ployment benefits for workers earning above 33% of
the average wage. Unfortunately, this database has
not been updated during years 2012-2015, and hence
when using this indicator we lose a substantial por-
tion of our data. While net income replacement rates
are seen as the critical feature of the decommodifica-
tion index (Scruggs and Allan, 2006), other dimen-
sions of decommodification also deserve attention.
Studies comparing different aspects of welfare state
generosity may show different results (McKee-Ryan
et al., 2005; O’Campo et al., 2015). In order to test
whether the social protection coverage of the unem-
ployed has similar effects as replacement rates, we
estimated models with interactions between employ-
ment status and the proportion of beneficiaries of
out-of-work income support among the unemployed
in years 2004-2015 from the Eurostat’s Labour
Market Policy Indicators Database. Finally, social
policies not only determine the importance of gain-
ful employment for individual wellbeing, but also
structure the gender relations. Countries with more
generous financial support from the state may create
conditions that ensure more equality between men
and women. To test whether our results are robust
after accounting for macro-level factors related to
gender relations, we carried out additional analyses
using the Global Gender Gap Index (Lopez-Claros
and Zahidi, 2005), compiled by the United Nations
Development Program and the World Bank as well
as executive opinion survey data collected by the
World Economic Forum. The index captures wom-
en’s economic participation, economic opportunity
(including the impact of laws on hiring practices),
political participation, educational attainment and
health and wellbeing. Table A2 in the Annex pre-
sents the distribution of all the macro-level variables
used in our analysis.

Based on the EU-SILC data, we estimated hybrid
models with an ordered logit link (Bell and Jones,
2015). Hybrid models use a flexible modelling
approach that separates within- and between-person
effects and allows for the consistent estimation of
the effects of time-varying characteristics in a man-
ner similar to that of fixed-effects models.® This is
accomplished by including both the deviations from

the person-specific means of time-varying character-
istics and the person-specific means of these charac-
teristics in the set of the model covariates. These
transformations are applied to both individual-level
variables (specifically, marital status, parenthood
status and individual employment status are both
time-varying and potentially endogenous and hence
were demeaned) and to the indicators of policies.
The inclusion of the person-specific means of time-
varying characteristics picks up any correlation
between these variables and the unobserved random
effects. This modelling approach reduces the possi-
ble bias resulting from unobserved heterogeneity
among the individuals in our sample, which is
important because previous research has indicated
that the risk of exit from employment is not distrib-
uted randomly in the working-age population, and
varies depending on health status (Brand, 2015). The
use of hybrid models has also been shown to be more
appropriate than commonly used fixed effects mod-
els in the context of panel data with short time
dimension and unbalanced structure (Bell and Jones,
2015; Wooldridge, 2009). This is the case in our
study, where most couples are observed for less than
four survey waves and the number of observation
points varies across individuals. While our models
control for unobserved heterogeneity in a manner
similar to that of fixed-effects models (Bell and
Jones, 2015; Schunck and Perales, 2017), one should
still keep in mind that there may be time-varying
factors that bias our results. We estimated separate
models for men and women.

Empirical results

In the first step, we present how individual and part-
ner’s employment status affects self-rated health
among women and men across European countries.
The results in Table 1 present the log odds ratio from
hybrid models of self-rated health for pooled data.
According to results from Model 1, among women,
we do not observe any statistically significant effects
of transition into unemployment or inactivity on
self-rated health. The same holds for the effects of a
partner’s unemployment and inactivity on a wom-
an’s self-rated health. According to the results from
Model 2, changes in a man’s own employment status
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had a strong effect on self-rated health, but the
employment status of his partner had no negative
impact on this outcome. Actually, the transition of a
female partner into inactivity is positively related to
self-rated health.

In the next step, we explore heterogeneity of
these effects and we investigate whether their mag-
nitude is related to de-commodification. In Models
3 and 4 we include interactions between individual
and partner’s employment status with indicators
measuring net replacement rates. These results
reveal that among women, the effects of changes in
both own and partner’s employment status are
related to poorer self-rated health when welfare
state support is non-existent, that is, at net replace-
ment rates equal to zero. The effects of partner’s
employment status are weaker than the effects of
own employment status and they are statistically
significant only at the 5% level. The increase in net
replacement rates reduces the magnitude of the
effects of both own and partner’s employment status
on women’s self-rated health. Again, one should
note that the interaction effects between partner’s
employment status and net replacement rates are not
strong and they are statistically significant at the 5%
level. Among men, we observe a similar pattern. If
net replacement rates are equal to zero, transitions
into unemployment or inactivity experienced by
them or by their partners are related to poorer self-
rated health. An increase in net replacement rates
reduces the negative effects of own or partner’s
transitions into unemployment. However, again,
these moderating effects are much weaker when it
comes to partner’s employment status and they are
statistically significant at 5% in the case of transi-
tions into inactivity.

Regarding our robustness checks, Models 5 and 6
replicate Models 3 and 4 with indicators of net
replacement rates that take housing benefits into
account. In these analyses, the effects that we previ-
ously observed among women whose partners
become inactive lose statistical significance. For
men, all the results remain quite similar. Analyses
with indicators of net replacement rates derived from
SPIN database (Model 7 and 8) cover a shorter
period, which may be one reason why some of the
results were no longer statistically significant.

Analyses with indicators of coverage rates (Model 9
and 10) suggest that the effects of partner’s unem-
ployment on women’s health tend to be less negative
in countries where the coverage is higher, however
the coefficients are really small and hence the posi-
tive effects of this dimension of social policy are
negligible. Moreover, we do not observe any moder-
ating effects of coverage among men.

The effects of the control variables are rather sim-
ilar across model specifications. Age is shown to be
associated with worse self-rated health, whereas
educational attainment is found to be associated with
better self-rated health. Compared to men in cohabit-
ing partnerships, married men tend to report poorer
health, while for women marriage is positively
related to self-rated health in most specifications.
The presence of children in a household is related to
poorer self-rated health among men and has no sta-
tistically significant effect on women’s self-rated
health (in most specifications).

The effects of between-person differences pre-
sented in Table 1 also merit reflection as they shed
some light on the possible selection processes related
to self-rated health of both individuals and their part-
ners. Our results indicate selectivity of individuals
who were more likely to make transitions out of
employment. Moreover, individuals with poor health
are overrepresented in the group with partners who
have a higher propensity to make transitions out of
employment. These selection effects are stronger
among women than among men, suggesting that
women with better self-rated health may be more
likely to form partnerships with men who tend to
have better labour market outcomes. Not accounting
for these sources of bias would lead us to overesti-
mate the impact of the partners’ employment transi-
tions on individual self-rated health. We also observe
that among women, the selection effects are rela-
tively weaker in countries with higher net replace-
ment rates. The opposite is true when it comes to
self-rated health among men, whose partners become
unemployed.

The effects of hybrid models presented in Table 1
may be difficult to interpret as they are measured on
the log odds ratio scale. We therefore calculated mar-
ginal effects of the key explanatory variables, that is,
partner’s unemployment and inactivity, based on
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Models 3 and 4. We focused on the probability of
indicating very good health at two extreme values of
net replacement rates: 30% and 80% of income.’
According to these results, if financial support from
the state allows maintaining only 30% of net income
after a job loss, the probability of reporting very
good health decreases by 4 percentage points among
women whose partners experienced a transition into
unemployment. This marginal effect is rather small
and statistically significant at 1% level. When the net
replacement rates are at the level 80%, the marginal
effect of a spouse’s unemployment reduces to almost
zero percentage points and is not statistically signifi-
cant. Similarly, the marginal effects of a partner’s
transition into inactivity on woman’s chances to
report very good health amounts to 6percentage
points and it is statistically significant at 1% level
when the net replacement rates amount to 30%.
However, this effect decreases to almost zero and
becomes statistically not significant when the net
replacement rates are at the 80% level. Regarding
the marginal effects for men, we observe very simi-
lar patterns. If net replacement rates amount to 30%,
the probability of reporting very good health
decreases by 7percentage points when a female
partner becomes unemployed and 4percentage
points after a partner’s transition into inactivity.
When net replacement rates amount to 80%, the
probability of reporting very good health does not
change due to a partner’s transition out of employ-
ment. Overall, this analysis confirms that the nega-
tive effects of changes in a spouse’s employment
status on women’s self-rated health can be observed
only in countries with very low levels of financial
support from the welfare state.

Since previous research suggests that the effects
of partner’s employment status may differ across
gender, and yet our analyses do not reveal clear dif-
ferences, we have carried out additional, more
detailed analyses to get a better understanding why
this might be the case. We have decomposed the
variables capturing the effects of transitions into
unemployment and inactivity according to the pre-
ceding labour market status. Our more detailed anal-
yses presented in Table 2 distinguish between the
effects of transition from employment to unemploy-
ment, remaining in unemployment in two

consecutive years as well as making a transition
from inactivity to unemployment. We also distin-
guish between the effects of a transition from
employment to inactivity, remaining in inactivity in
two consecutive years as well as making a transition
from unemployment to inactivity. We make a similar
distinction also for transitions into and out of
employment. The reference category in this analysis
is remaining in employment for two consecutive
years. Similarly, as shown in previous research, male
partners’ transitions from employment into unem-
ployment as well as their repeated unemployment
are related to poorer self-rated health among women.
Some transitions out of unemployment experienced
by a man are also related to poorer self-rated health
by a woman. For instance, a transition from unem-
ployment into inactivity has such an effect. Also, as
compared to women whose partners are continu-
ously employed, women with partners who work but
experienced unemployment in the past report poorer
self-rated health. In other words, partner’s re-
employment, or more generally unstable career pat-
terns, are related to poorer health as compared to
continuous employment (which is the reference cat-
egory in this analysis). Interestingly, among men, we
do not observe any negative effects of past or con-
temporaneous unemployment experienced by their
female partners. Overall, this analysis shows that the
effects of partner’s labour market transitions are
indeed gendered.®

Gendered effects of employment status on health
can be stronger in societies with a higher gender
inequality (Strandh et al., 2013), which may coin-
cide with more generous policies. In order to address
this concern, we extended Models 3 and 4 presented
in Table 1 by adding interactions between changes in
employment status of an individual and his or her
partner and the Gender Gap Index (see Table 3). We
find that among women in countries with higher
gender equality, the changes in employment status of
male partners exert relatively weaker negative
effects as compared to countries with less gender
equality. At the same time, the impact of a female
partner’s unemployment becomes negative if a
country becomes more gender-equal. After adding
interactions with GGI, the interactions between the
employment status of a partner and indicators of
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Table 2. Self-rated health according to the differential changes in partner’s employment status — results from hybrid

effects ordered logistic models.

Model Il Women Model 12 Men
Effects of within-differences
The effects of partner’s transition from (ref. repeated employment):
Unemployment to employment -0.058** 0.005
(0.028) (0.025)
Inactivity to employment -0.110* -0.059*
(0.060) (0.034)
Employment to unemployment —0.085%+* 0.013
(0.029) (0.028)
Repeated unemployment -0.066** 0.003
(0.029) (0.022)
Inactivity to unemployment -0.092 -0.057
(0.069) (0.044)
Employment to inactivity -0.048 0.036
(0.053) (0.032)
Unemployment to inactivity —0.200%+* 0.033
(0.053) (0.031)
Repeated inactivity -0.064 -0.050**
(0.040) (0.020)
Person-observations 301744 260862

EU-SILC. Notes. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. Self-rated health ratings: | = very bad, 5 = very good. Effects of ancillary param-

eters omitted.

decommodification are no longer statistically sig-
nificant among women. One should note however
that these models need to be interpreted with care as
they include multiple cross-level interactions while
also having a more limited time window than models
presented in Table 1.

Discussion and conclusion

Our paper contributes to the growing strand of
research on the effects of changes in employment sta-
tus within couples. Our study shows under what cir-
cumstances the adverse effects of transitions out of
employment may affect the health not just of the per-
son who experiences this transition, but also of his or
her partner. We show that the degree to which the
partner’s employment status matters for an individu-
al’s self-rated health depends on the institutional con-
text. We find that the effects of the partner’s
employment status on self-rated health are stronger in
contexts when the level of out-of-work benefits is
low. The moderating effects of financial support from

the state are not very strong, though. They are also not
robust across all our models and do not extend to
other dimensions of the generosity of welfare state
support, such as the coverage of social protection.
Our additional analyses reveal interesting differ-
ences in the magnitude of the effects of partner’s
employment status among men and women and also
across countries with diverging policies supporting
gender equality. We observe that as compared to
men, women’s self-rated health is more strongly
affected by a partner’s transition from employment
into unemployment. This corroborates the results
from previous studies (see, e.g. Inanc, 2018, Marcus,
2013; Mendolia, 2014; Nikolova and Ayhan, 2019).
However, the negative health effects among women
also emerge when their partners stop searching for
jobs and become economically inactive.® Overall,
these findings are in line with arguments that women
tend to be more affected than men by adverse events
experienced by their family members (Simon, 2014).
The asymmetry in how a partner’s unemployment
affects the health of men and women may also be
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Table 3. Self-rated health according to the partner’s employment status: results from hybrid effects ordered logistic
models including interactions with indicators of decommodification and gender equality.

Model 13 women Model 14 men

Effects of within-differences
Partner unemployed

Partner inactive

Net replacement rates (NRR)
Gender gap index (GGI)
Partner unemployed X NRR
Partner inactive X NRR
Partner unemployed X GGl
Partner inactive X GGl

Person observations

~1.01 1% 0.955%*
(0.474) (0.390)
-2.153 -0.471
(0.831) (0.487)
-0.01 3 ~0.027%%*
(0.002) (0.002)
-0.01 3% ~0.025%#*
(0.004) (0.005)
0.001 0.005*
(0.002) (0.002)
0.006 0.005%*
(0.004) (0.003)
0.012* -0.018%%*
(0.006) (0.005)
0.024 0.002
0.011) (0.006)
275,231 237,586

EU-SILC. Notes. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, **¥p < 0.001. Self-rated health ratings: | = very bad, 5 = very good. Effects of ancillary

parameters omitted.

related to gender differences in the financial conse-
quences of a job loss. As men continue to be more
likely to be the main breadwinners within couples,
the loss of their earnings may be more detrimental
for households’ incomes than the loss of women’s
earnings. This explanation is to some degree sup-
ported by our finding from additional analyses that
in countries with greater gender equality, women are
relatively less strongly affected by changes in their
partner’s employment status. This suggests that con-
servative policies that impose higher gender wage
gaps and barriers for occupational advancement of
women make women more vulnerable to changes in
the employment status of their partner.

The results from this study are relevant for public
debates on social policies. The reforms in this area
are usually based on a careful calculation of costs
and benefits. However, much of the evaluation liter-
ature has focused on the re-employment effects of
support directed at the unemployed, and has paid
much less attention to the reduced wellbeing and
potential public health costs (Rose, 2018). Moreover,
policy evaluations are often based on a somewhat

simplistic assumption that the individuals eligible to
receive benefits under the policy are the only group
who stand to gain from it (Smith and Sweetman,
2016). Recent studies have challenged this assump-
tion by showing that the benefits from social policies
may also be observed among employees, especially
among those whose position on the labour market is
particularly vulnerable (Ferrarini et al., 2014;
Sjoberg, 2010). Our findings add to this research and
indicate that an assessment of the benefits of pro-
grammes that target the unemployed should not be
restricted to the participants of these programmes,
but may also include the participants’ family
members.

Our study has some limitations. The panel dimen-
sion of our data is short and we do not have the full
information about the duration of the unemployment
for both individuals and their partners. Previous
research indicates that both financial consequences and
the behavioural responses to the job loss may vary
across the unemployment spell. Hence, the effects of a
partner’s unemployment for individual health may also
vary according to the time spent out of paid work. We



156

Journal of European Social Policy 31(2)

nevertheless tried to capture this aspect in our addi-
tional analyses that look at the lagged employment sta-
tus. Our microdata do not provide us with full
information about working time, the type of employ-
ment contract and job tenure, and other factors that
determine eligibility for cash benefits. Hence, some of
the unemployed individuals in our data may not in fact
be able to receive financial support from the state.
Furthermore, while our data give us an opportunity for
cross-country comparisons, we cannot explore all the
possible moderating influences at the couple level.
While this analysis focused on the role of financial sup-
port from the state, other policies supporting individu-
als who lose their jobs, may also be of importance.
Active labour market policies are one example. Another
limitation of our paper is that while our models control
for fixed in time unobserved factors that may lead to a
deterioration in health, they cannot handle endogeneity
related to time-varying unobserved factors. Despite
these limitations, we believe the insights from this
study extend our knowledge on the consequences of
adverse life course events. This paper adds empirical
evidence showing that their influence may go beyond
the individuals who experience them and reach their
family members, especially in countries where public
policies offer limited or no protection against societal
risks and impose gender inequalities.
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Notes

1. The partnership types considered in this paper include
both married and consensual unions (that is, unmar-
ried couples with or without a legal status).

2. The original EU-SILC panel dataset included data
from 32 countries. The data were available under the
contract with Eurostat no RPP 19/2019-EU-SILC.

3. The scope of information available for each partner
within a couple depends on the country in EU-SILC
data. In most countries in EU-SILC, all members aged
16 or over are asked to fill in a survey questionnaire.

The exceptions to this rule are the following countries:
Denmark, Finland, Iceland, the Netherlands, Norway,
Sweden and Slovenia. In these countries, only one
selected respondent per household receives a survey
questionnaire, whereas socio-demographic informa-
tion on the presence of other household members
(most importantly, partners and their employment sta-
tus) is obtained through administrative registers (Wolff
etal., 2010).

4. From a technical point of view, the matching of partners
in the analysed data is carried out using variables indicat-
ing an individual’s spouse/partner identification number
available in EU-SILC data. Our analysis is restricted to
partners of opposite sex. Observations when individuals
are not partnered are excluded from the analysis.

5. We excluded person observations of pupils and
students.

6. Fixed effects models show the within-person effect
only. The advantage of hybrid models over fixed effects
models is that they can present both time-invariant
between-individual effects and time-varying within-
individual effects (Schunck and Perales, 2017).

7. NRRs lower than 30% can be found for instance in
Greece. NRRs equal or above 80% can be observed
for instance in France.

8. This analysis also explains why the results presented
in Table 1 do not show differences between men and
women. Models that do not differentiate between the
origins of labour market statuses, average the effects
of entries and exits from unemployment. Because
some transitions out of unemployment experienced
by men have negative effects on self-rated health of
their female partners, the effects of transitions into
unemployment are cancelled out in our hybrid mod-
els presented in Table 1. Even though the results pre-
sented in Table 2 are more detailed, we cannot examine
how they vary across countries because the number of
origin-specific transitions per country becomes too
restrictive and requires combining specific types of
transitions into broader categories.

9. The transition from unemployment into inactiv-
ity could be interpreted as a ‘discouraged worker
effect’. The concept of discouraged worker refers
to withdrawing from job search because of losing
hope to find a job. Previous research shows that for
some unemployed looking for work has such a low
expected pay-off, that they decide that spending time
at home is more productive than spending time in job
search (Blundell et al., 1998).
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Annex

Table Al. Sample structure: means and proportions.

Women Men

Self-rated health

Very bad 0.5 0.4

Bad 3.1 2.6

Fair 15.6 14.5

Good 54.1 53.6

Very good 26.7 28.9
Age 38.8 39.8
Elementary or lower 6.0 6.2
Lower secondary 15.5 15.9
Upper secondary 43.1 47.7
Postsecondary 39 32
Tertiary 316 27.0
Married 83.6 82.3
Presence of children 64.4 68.1
Employed 70.8 91.2
Unemployed 15.8 6.5
Inactive 13.5 2.4
Partner employed 89.9 70.9
Partner unemployed 7.0 15.8
Partner inactive 3.1 13.2
Year 2010 2010
Observations 114,422 99,722
Person-observations 301,744 260,862

EU-SILC.
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